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[bookmark: _Toc237507980]1. Introduction
Early Help is intended to support children, young people and families before difficulties become more serious. Rather than waiting for problems to reach a statutory social care threshold, the approach aims to identify emerging needs, work with families on what matters to them and bring the right services together at the right time. This makes the way Early Help is explained online important: a family may have little knowledge of social care systems and may be visiting a council website at a point when they are already worried, tired or unsure about where to turn.
This report examines how Leicestershire County Council, Norfolk County Council and Staffordshire County Council Signpost Early Help and related family support through their websites. These authorities were selected from the list in the assessment brief. The review was undertaken as a desk-based comparison, focusing on clarity of language, ease of navigation, explanation of services, referral routes, accessibility and evidence of joined-up working. The assessment specification requires an introduction, an explanation of Early Help and multi-agency working, evaluation of three local authority websites, comparative analysis and recommendations; it also requires the Early Help System Guide and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 to be used (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2026).
[bookmark: _Toc237507981]2. The Early Help System
The Early Help System Guide describes Early Help as a local partnership system rather than a single service. Its purpose is to help local areas understand how well their arrangements identify and respond to need, and to support partnership planning and improvement (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2022). This matters because a family’s difficulties rarely fit neatly into one professional service. For example, a child experiencing poor school attendance may also be affected by parental mental health, financial pressure, housing problems, disability, domestic abuse or strained family relationships.
The 2026 edition of Working Together to Safeguard Children strengthens the emphasis on family help, multi-agency accountability and coordinated responses. It describes Family Help as combining targeted early help with section 17 support, with a focus on consistent relationships and multi-disciplinary planning (HM Government, 2026). Early Help should therefore be understood as a continuum: universal and community support may be enough for some families, while others need targeted Family Help or a safeguarding response.
The framework in Figure 1 reflects the holistic thinking shown in the supplied assessment materials. The child remains at the Centre, while practitioners consider developmental needs, parenting capacity and wider family/environmental factors. This prevents the assessment from becoming focused only on a single presenting problem and supports a whole family understanding of need.
[bookmark: _Toc237507982]3. Multi-Agency Working
Multi-agency working is central to Early Help because no single organization can meet every need a family may experience. Health visitors, GPs, schools, housing services, youth services, police, social care, voluntary organizations and community groups may each hold part of the picture. Effective partnership working means that information is shared lawfully, responsibilities are clear and families do not have to repeat the same story to several services.
Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 places greater emphasis on shared responsibility, stronger accountability and effective sharing information across safeguarding partners (HM Government, 2026). The Early Help System Guide similarly promotes a mature system in which partners share a common vision, use evidence about local need and coordinate services. The Supporting Families programmed also identifies whole-family working, place-based hubs and secure data sharing as important features of system development (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2024).
The GRRAACCEESS approach shown in the supplied lecture material is also useful. Considering gender, race, religion, age, ability, culture, class, ethnicity, spirituality and sexuality can help practitioners recognize how identity and inequality may influence access, trust and engagement. In practice, a website should therefore not only say that support exists; it should make clear that support is intended for diverse families and explain how people can access it.
[bookmark: _Toc237507983]4. Evaluation of Leicestershire County Council
Leicestershire presents a comparatively detailed Early Help offer. Its Family Help page explains that support is aimed at families experiencing difficulties that cannot be addressed by universal services such as schools or GPs alone. It lists a broad range of support areas, including domestic abuse, mental health and wellbeing, SEND, parenting, targeted work with young people and Family Hubs (Leicestershire County Council, 2026a). This gives families a useful sense of what the service can cover.
A major strength is the distinction between routes for families and professionals. Families can make an online request for a service, while professionals can use the Multi-Agency Referral Form (MARF). The council states that families do not need to know exactly which service they require; they need to describe what help they need and what may happen without support. This reduces the expectation that families must understand the structure of children’s services before asking for help (Leicestershire County Council, 2026b).
The professional referral route is also clearly connected to safeguarding. The MARF information explains that urgent concerns about significant harm require immediate action, while written information must follow the telephone referral where appropriate (Leicestershire County Council, 2026c). This makes the relationship between Early Help and Statutory Safeguarding more visible.
The main limitation is presentation. The use of both “Early Help” and “Family Help” can be confusing for someone encountering the service for the first time. Some service descriptions also retain organizational language that may feel less approachable. Overall, Leicestershire performs strongly on service detail and referral information but could make the public-facing journey simpler.
[bookmark: _Toc237507984]5. Evaluation of Norfolk County Council
Norfolk presents Early Help as part of a wider, increasingly integrated family support system. Current safeguarding guidance in Norfolk describes universal and community-based Early Help as preventative support for children and families, with services including Best Start Family Hubs, youth and housing support and other community provision. Families and professionals can use online routes to access support, while more targeted Family Help is considered when needs are greater (Norfolk Safeguarding Children Partnership, 2026a).
A particular strength is the emphasis on providing the right help at the right time. Norfolk’s guidance explains that community support should normally be used where needs are early or emerging, while professionals can request targeted support when a family requires more coordinated intervention. CADS remains important where safeguarding or child protection concerns are present (Norfolk Safeguarding Children Partnership, 2026b). This demonstrates a clear continuum rather than presenting Early Help as a stand-alone service.
Norfolk also provides evidence of whole-system development. A national Supporting Families report describes Norfolk’s move from a more fragmented and reactive approach towards a proactive, integrated and holistic model (Department for Education, 2025). This is significant because effective signposting depends not only on the wording of a webpage but on whether the services behind the webpage are connected.
However, online journeys can be more demanding for users. Professional pathways, thresholds, portals and CADS processes can make sense to practitioners but maybe less transparent to a parent or carer who simply wants to know what help is available. The distinction between community support, Early Help and Family Help therefore needs to be communicated in plain language. Norfolk is strong on system integration and family-centered principles, but its information architecture could be made more straightforward for the public.
[bookmark: _Toc237507985]6. Evaluation of Staffordshire County Council
Staffordshire’s Families First page is the strongest of the three for immediate public accessibility. It opens with a direct and reassuring message that the Early Help Team is there when things get tough. It then explains the team in simple terms and identifies four main forms of support: advice and support, one-to-one work, group and family sessions, and school support (Staffordshire County Council, 2026).
This approach is effective because it answers the questions a family is most likely to have: What is Early Help? Who is it for? What will the team do? How do I contact someone? The page also provides a direct telephone number for the Staffordshire Children’s Advice Service. This creates a clear call to action rather than leaving families to work out which professional term or form they need.
The main weakness is that Staffordshire provides less detailed information about referral pathways and the full range of services than Leicestershire. A family may understand how to make contact but still need a conversation with a practitioner to discover what support is available. This is a trade-off: simplicity improves accessibility, but too little detail can reduce transparency.
Even with that limitation, Staffordshire is the most effective website for the primary audience of families because it reduces jargon and presents help as something ordinary and approachable. It closely reflects the principle that families should be able to seek help before problems become more serious.
[bookmark: _Toc237507986]7. Comparative Analysis
The three websites illustrate different priorities. Leicestershire provides the greatest depth of service information and the clearest separation between family and professional referral routes. Norfolk demonstrates a strong whole-system and prevention-focused model, but its professional processes can make the online journey appear more complex. Staffordshire provides the clearest first point of contact for families, although it gives less detail about the full-service pathway.
The comparison suggests that there is no single perfect model. A strong website needs the simplicity of Staffordshire, the detailed referral information of Leicestershire and the system-wide thinking demonstrated by Norfolk. For a family in distress, however, the first stage should be particularly simple. The ability to understand the offer and take one clear next step is likely to matter more than providing every procedural detail on the landing page. Detailed professional guidance can then sit behind clearly labelled links.
[bookmark: _Toc237507987]8. Conclusion and Recommendations
This review shows that Early Help is more than a webpage or referral form. It is a partnership approach designed to recognize early need, coordinate support and prevent difficulties from escalating. The three local authorities all provide routes into support, but they communicate that offer differently.
Leicestershire is strongest where families and professionals need detailed information and clearly separated referral routes. Norfolk shows strong evidence of a wider, integrated system in which community support, Family Hubs, Early Help, Family Help and safeguarding are connected. Staffordshire is the most effective for a family seeking a simple first step because its language is direct, warm and free from unnecessary professional terminology. On balance, Staffordshire appears to provide the most accessible public-facing Early Help information, while Leicestershire offers the strongest procedural detail.
The following improvements are recommended:
1. Adopt plain language as the default. Local authorities should test key pages with parents and carers who have no professional knowledge of children’s services. Terms such as “Family Help”, “Early Help”, “triage” and “MARF” should be explained the first time they appear.
2. Create one clear “I need help” route. A prominent button should take families to a short explanation of what happens next, with separate professional routes clearly signposted underneath.
3. Make escalation and safeguarding boundaries visible. Websites should explain, without alarming families, when Early Help is appropriate and when urgent safeguarding action is required.
4. Improve accessibility and inclusion. Information should be available in accessible formats and, where needed, translated or supported by community organizations. The GRRAACCEESS framework can be used as a prompt to consider whether different families are likely to experience barriers to engagement.
5. Keep information current. Broken links, outdated forms and unclear service names can undermine confidence. Each authority should assign responsibility for routine review of Early Help webpages and referral information.
Overall, the comparison supports a simple principle: effective signposting should make the first step towards help easier, not harder. A family should be able to recognize that the service is meant for people like them, understand what kind of support is available and know exactly what to do next. That is where Staffordshire currently provides the clearest model, while the other authorities offer useful features that could be combined into a more consistently accessible approach.
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Figure 1. Early Help assessment framework. Source: adapted by the author from the assessment framework shown in the supplied module materials and the principles of Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026.
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Figure 2. Simplified comparison of Early Help referral/signposting routes. Source: author’s analysis of the three local authority approaches reviewed.
[bookmark: _Toc237507988]Figure 3. Comparative analysis of the three websites
	Criterion
	Leicestershire
	Norfolk
	Staffordshire

	Language clarity
	Good; some organizational terminology
	Family-centered, but processes can be complex
	Excellent; plain and reassuring

	User-friendliness
	Good
	Moderate for public users
	High

	Referral pathways
	Very clear; family and professional routes
	Clear within wider triage
	Simple direct contact

	Service detail
	High
	Moderate to high across linked resources
	More limited

	Multi-agency visibility
	Clear
	Strong whole-system emphasis
	Clear partnership message

	Overall public accessibility
	Strong
	Good but can be demanding
	Strongest


Source: author’s analysis based on the website review.

Figure 4- GRRAACCEESS.
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Figure 1 – Early Help Assessment Framework: child at the center, with developmental needs, parenting capacity and family/environmental factors.
Figure 2 – Referral pathway comparison across the three local authorities.
Figure 3 – Comparison matrix covering language, user-friendliness, service detail, referral pathways and multi-agency visibility.
Optional Figure 4 – GRRAACCEESS wheel from the supplied lecture material, used to discuss equality, identity and inclusive signposting.
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Figure 1: The Early Help Assessment Framework
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